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of feminism and political 
correctness. I offer them evidence 
of the effect of the so-called gender 
neutral pronoun on their very own 
brains. And rather than hand down 
a "Thou shalt not" commandment, 
I ask them how they would like to 
appear to their readers, and leave 
the decisions about such matters as 
Congresswoman, craftsman, or 
manhole cover up to each individual 
writer. 

I'll close on a high note for 
those who cheer for a more 

equitable balance between the sexes 
in our "Mother Tongue." At a 
sparsely attended meeting of my 
English 1121 on Friday, November 
19 (I record the date for posterity), 
the seven women and three men in 
class drew seven male and seven 
female cartoon characters-keep in 
mind that a given cartoon may have 
many or no human characters. I'm 
not sure if these results are an 
aberration or the first indicator of a 
sociolinguistic shift; I will continue 
to collect data. 
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Aristotle, Katharsis, and Writing 
by Roseann Wolak, College of St. Benedict 

In an odd sort of way, the 
function of writing mimics what 
Aristotle finds beneficial about the 
function of tragedy-to effect 
katharsis, or to purge the emotions. 
Katharsis means purification or a 
cleansing from guilt or other defile
ment. For Greek society, a physi-

cal and psychic katharsis helps to 
preserve and restore the body; it 
provides the proper balance be
tween the body and the soul because 
it involves a separation of the bad 
from the good. So in simple terms, 
katharsis is therapeutic. 

So is writing. People who 
write "do not ignore any more the 
bad passions in themselves and shut 
their eyes to them, ostrichlike, but 
begin to take a good and interested 
look at these passions and try to 
understand them, and are even glad 
they have them because it has set 
them thinking" (Deland 110). 

Writing is passsionate. It 
births ideas. It bares the soul. The 
more we write the more we learn 
to be free, to say what we think, to 
not pretend. Writing reveals our 
deepest hungers. 

Whether we want to admit 
it or not, writing heals us. When we 
sit down to write we also sit down 
to confront the voice within. We 
cannot ignore its cry-it forces us 
to understand the very nature that 
we try to hide. 

For Frost, writing was 
simple: "All there is to writing is 
having ideas. To learn to write is to 
learn to have ideas" (3) Writing is 
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revelation. Emerson believed that 
"man is only half himself, the other 
half is his expression" (Emerson 
223). To express oneself is second 
nature--it is intrinsically rewarding. 
Writing unlocks the mind's prison. 
Thoughts are free to roam and 
ramble and spill themselves reck
lessly onto the paper. There is al
ways a metamorphosis in writing. 
Emotions are purged. The mind is 
stretched by new ideas and new 
ways of thinking. We are transfig
ured. 

The wisdom gained from 
writing mimics the spectator's ex
perience of the play. At the theatre, 
the specator is invited to project 
himself imaginatively and emotion
ally ( and intellectually) into the pro
tagonist as one confronting difficult, 
exitential questions. The relation
ship between the actor and the au
dience is similar to the relationship 
between the writer and the reader 
(even if the reader is the writer). 

Aristotle suggests that a 
spectator would witness the tragic 
action of a drama and harmlessly ex
pend his irrational passion by vicari
ously viewing the tragic hero's suf
fering. The ultimate rise and fall of 
the tragic hero brings "the specta
tor to a new living awareness" ( 45). 

When Shakespeare has 
Hamlet lament the shamefulness of 
man, "What a piece of work is 
Man"-man who can reason like a 
god but who can also fall prey to 

the most bestial appetite. We nod 
our heads in agreement. We fear for 
Hamlet as his world becomes in
creasingly off center. We watch as 
he contends with righting a wrong 
that concerns not only him, his 
mother, and uncle but also the moral 
order of the universe (Benson 66). 
Just when he needs to act the most, 
Hamlet fails to act and plunges deep 
into thought, perplexed by the dif
ficulties that his own mind doles 
upon him. Hamlet's stupor worries 
us. 

While Hamlet is the paragon 
of a tormented mind, Antigone en
dures a pursuit of virtue all her own. 
Her single-mindedness makes us 
uneasy. She champions family duty 
to a fault. Where Hamlet is afraid 
and doubtful, Antigone is outspo
ken and self-rightous. Both tragic 
heroes remind us of man's misfor
tune. Tragedy teaches us that man, 
despite his convictions that he can 
effect his destiny, is locked in a battle 
well beyond his understanding. He 
is both good and evil, capable of dis
paraging acts of cruelty as well as 
admirable acts of courage. Tragedy 
teaches us about the human experi
ence. 

Aristotle viewed katharsis 
as educational. Katharsis "teaches 
us important intellectual and emo
tional lessons about human suffer
ing, and provides a therapeutic ex
perience that is physiological as well 
as psychological" (Belfiore 360). 
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We learn by watching. By observ- ions, attitudes and values. Writing 
ing others and their situations we engages us to reflect and evaluate 
recognize traits of excellence as well what we think. How can we know 
as those of failure. what we believe unless we write it 

We change according to down? William Carlos Williams said 
what we have learned from our ob- writing was the ability to "put down 
servations. We recognize our limi- the words," and for that "one takes 
tations and willingly .--------~ a piece of paper." 
want to change to be- The minute we What's missing here 

come better people. In begin writing is the part about prac-

Aristotelian terms rec- we unlock our tice, patience, and more 

ognition means a pass- chains and practice. Writing is an 

ing from "ignorance to embark on a action and every action 
know 1 edge" (15 4). requires effort. Thinking 

J·ourney to 
When we write we not on paper isn't easy. 
only connect ourselves liberation. Sometimes it's 

to the voice within us, but also to downright discouraging. The 
the community around us. Writing words seem trite. The idea seems 
defines us by revealing our relation- ordinary. We doubt our ability. We 
ships with others. The more we un- wrestle with giving up. But as 
derstand ourselves the better we can Brenda U eland suggests, "inspira
understand others. tion comes very slowly and quietly" 

Writing is a sort of confes- (28). The muse is creative yet idle. 
sion. We admit. We disclose. We For Deland, "creative power flour
unburden our mind. We release. As ishes in the present" and when we 
Anne Sexton states, "A woman who write we must be "happy, truthful 
writes feels too much ... a man who and free . . . With complete self
writes knows too much ... " (Sex- trust" (52). Imagination must flow, 
ton 69). Sexton compares writing not freeze. The minute we begin 
to stealing, calling a writer "a writing we unlock our chains and 
crook" and "a spy" (69). And in a embark on a journey to liberation. 
way she is right. When we write We free ourselves from convention 
we oftentimes do reveal something and covet creativity. 
we'd rather conceal. This is one of However, with freedom 
the purposes of writing-to learn. comes a price. Like most things in 

Writing divulges our private life, and like everything worth hav
universe where we battle good and ing-writing exacts a cost. It is not 
evil. When we write from our own easy. It's difficult because like a 
experiences, we confront our opin- small child it demands attention and 
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care. It doesn't work to just scribble 
down some ideas and then let them 
alone. Nope. These ideas will holler 
out (like a bored child) to come 
develop them. It's as if they have 
arms, legs, and stomachs and they 
sit at the kitchen table and fidget 
until you bring them them some
thing to eat. 

Writing is transformation. 
Like the function of katharsis, 
where there is a change from an im-

pure state to a pure state, writing 
transforms us because we move 
from inquiry to understanding. Writ
ing helps us to grow. 

We become transformed. 
Ultimately. Finally. The journey 
from one self into another is com
plete. This is why we must always 
encourage our students to become 
writers. This is why we must con
tinue to be writers ourselves. This 
is why writing matters. 
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Teaching Amid the 
Rocket's Red Glare 

by Ken Goodman, Professor Emeritus, University of Arizona 

According to the National 
Review, William Buckley's opinion 
magazine, the reading wars aren't 
over because teachers haven't all 
been whipped into line. In Califor
nia and in Texas in particular, but in 
other states including Minnesota, 
too, teachers and administrators are 
under tremendous pressure to move 
to a small number of commercial 
phonics programs. 

The Los Angeles school 
board, itself under heavy political 
pressure, voted that all schools 
whose mean score in reading is be
low the 50% level must adopt Open 
Court, Di star ( aka SRA Mastery 
Reading) or Success for All. 
N evermind that in doing so they vio
lated state adoption procedures. 

I'm now retired from the 
Ivory Tower of the university, so the 
slings and arrows of outrageous 
disinformation, defamation, and li
able can't threaten my livelihood or 
my professional career. There's 
something to be said for not draw
ing a pay check. But I'm quite 
aware that there are risks for teach
ers, administrators and teacher edu-

cators in responding to the pres
sures to tow the phonics line. Nev
ertheless, I have given myself per
mission to advise those of you who 
are at risk on the choices you have 
in deciding how to respond to the 
pressure. 

Let me summarize what is 
being mandated: Using the banner 
of "research based reading pro
grams" laws are restricting instruc
tion to a small number of phonics 
programs including some that have 
been around and discredited for 
four or five decades. Such pro
grams are intended to become the 
curriculum and take the lion's share 
of the school day. 

All of the annointed pro
grams tightly control teachers, forc
ing them to use the exact sequences 
and procedures specified in the ma
terials. In Success for All schools, 
where the district pays substantially 
for the program, monitors come 
into the class rooms and report non
conformers to their administrators. 

In Los Angeles recently a 
teacher was threatened with 
charges of insubordination for 


